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Introductory Remarks 

• Not as advertised 
• Striking feature of presentations of foundational 

semantic theories 
• Problem vagueness makes for a certain 

semantic theory 
• Suggestion of how problem generalizes to 

problem for compositional truth-theoretic 
semantics 
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The Trouble 

• A well-known feature of every vague expression 
that I’ll call Penumbral Shift appears to be 
incompatible with a widely-shared semantic 
assumption that I’ll call Meanings 

• Once we understand the apparent 
incompatibility of PS with Meanings we’ll be 
positioned to see that PS also threatens 
semantic assumptions that are more widely held 
than Meanings 
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Penumbral Shift 

The penumbras of tokens of a vague 
expression may vary somewhat from one 
token to the next 
•  The penumbra of a vague expression token is 

that area of logical space wherein the token’s 
application is anything other than unqualifiedly 
correct or unqualifiedly incorrect 
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Meanings 

An expression type’s having meaning 
consists in there being something that it 
means 
•  e has meaning iff for some x, e means x 
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A Route to Meanings 

1.  Suppose assertoric speech acts are 
relations to propositions of some kind or 
other—abstract entities that have truth 
conditions and have essentially the truth 
conditions they have 

2.  Thought experiment 
�  ‘Is she a philosopher?’ 
�  ‘She’s a philosopher’ 
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Route to Meanings (2) 

3.  Suggests 
a)  knowing meaning of a sentence σ = 

knowing, for some type of speech act A and  
propositional form Ψ, that in a literal and 
unembedded utterance of σ the speaker is 
performing an act of type A whose content 
is of form Ψ & 

b)  we can represent meaning of σ as the pair 
<A, Ψ> 
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Route to Meanings (3) 

•  ‘Is she a philosopher?’: <?, xf is a philosopher> 
•  ‘She is a philosopher’: <⊦, xf is a philosopher> 

where ‘?’ stands for for asking-whether, ‘⊦’ for 
meaning-that, & ‘xf’ holds a place for 
something identifying the female to whom 
speaker was referring 
▫  I’ll mostly ignore speech-act component & speak as 

though propositional form was meaning 
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Route to Meanings (4) 

•  Propositional forms = types of propositions = 
properties of propositions 

•  E.g. if asserting is relation to Russellian 
propositions, then the form xf is a philosopher 
is the property of being a proposition p such 
that, for some female y to whom the speaker 
referred, p = <y, the property of being a 
philosopher> 
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Compositionality of Meanings 

4.  The meaning of an expression is a 
syntax-determined function of the 
meanings of its constituent morphemes 
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Meanings & Contents 

5.  Meanings properties of expression 
types, contents of expression tokens 
p is semantic content of unembedded token σt 
of sentence σ just in case  
1)  speaker meant p in uttering σt 
2)  σ means Ψ 
3)  p is of form Ψ 
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Compositionality of Contents 

6.  The content of an expression token is a 
syntax-determined function of the 
contents of its constituent morpheme 
tokens 
� What those contents are depends on nature 

of propositions that are contents of speech 
acts 
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Contents & Truth 

7.  Truth-value of sentence token = that of 
proposition that’s its content 
�  Secures a non-model-theoretic 

compositional truth theory 
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Constant & Nonconstant Meanings 

8.  Every meaning is either a constant or a 
nonconstant meaning 
�  Constant: all tokens of type must have same 

content 
�  Nonconstant: may have different contents 
�  Meanings represented as constant/

nonconstant (partial) functions from tokens 
of type onto contents 
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Constant & Nonconstant Meanings (2) 

E.g. if speech acts are relations to Russellian 
propositions: 
•  The meaning of ‘Saul Kripke’ = that function f 

such that for any token t of ‘SK’, f(t) = x iff  
1)  x = SK  
2)  speaker referred to SK with t 
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Constant & Nonconstant Meanings (3) 

The meaning of ‘philosopher’ = that function f 
such that for any token t of ‘philosopher’ f(t) = φ iff  
1)  φ = the property of being a philosopher  
2)  speaker expressed φ with t 
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Constant & Nonconstant Meanings (4) 

The meaning of ‘she’ = that function f such 
that, for any token t of ‘she’, f(t) = x iff  
1)  x is female  
2)  x is the thing to which speaker referred 

with t 
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Constant & Nonconstant Meanings (5) 

•  The meaning of e constrains what speakers can 
mean in uttering tokens of e 

• Condition 2) tells us how thing must enter in 
speaker-meaning in order to be content 

• Condition 1) provides the constraint 
•  If constant meaning, 1) constrains with condition 

that only one thing can satisfy 
•  If nonconstant meaning, 1) constrains by 

providing a condition that more than one thing 
can satisfy 
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Meanings Meets Vagueness 

•  Have presented Meanings with vagueness 
bracketed 

•  Time to unbracket vagueness & ask how 
Meanings can accommodate it 
▫  Virtually every expression vague to some extent 

•  Should have in background: Vagueness-in-the 
World vs. No-Vagueness-in-the-World 
 

19 

Penumbral Shift & Constant Meanings 

PS is incompatible with any vague expression’s 
having a constant meaning 
①  If an expression has a constant meaning, then 

no two of its tokens can have different contents 
②  Two tokens have different contents if their 

penumbras are different 
•  Sameness of supervaluational content 
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Penumbral Shift & Nonconstant Meanings 

PS is also incompatible with any vague 
expression’s having a nonconstant meaning 
• Suppose tokens of ‘boy’ are vague properties 

(e.g. whose penumbras match those of tokens 
expressing them) 

•  Then ‘boy’ has nonconstant meaning only if 
there is a correct completion of … 
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PS & Nonconstant Meanings (2) 

‘Boy’ means that function f such that, for any 
token t of ‘boy’, f(t) = φ iff  
1)  φ is a vague property such that … 
2)  [Unchanging speaker-meaning condition] 
• Problem is that Penumbral Shift seems to 

preclude a correct completion of 1) 
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PS & Nonconstant Meanings (3) 

• Completion must evidently be of form 
φ is a vague property such that, for any x, x 
has φ if x is a human male no more than n 
[12?] years old but doesn’t have φ if x isn’t a 
human male or is more than m [19?] years old 

•  Penumbral Shift precludes fixed values 
for n or m 
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PS & Nonconstant Meanings (4) 

Problem with nonconstant meaning mutatis 
mutandis the same if 
•  epistemic theory correct & 1) has to constrain 

precise property 
•  no definite contents & 1) has to constrain the 

array of admissible precisifications, borderline 
admissible precisifications, etc 
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Incompatibility of PS & Meanings 

•  Foregoing shows incompatibility if speech acts 
are relations to Russellian propositions 

• But clearly extends to any kind of propositions, 
for if the proposition expressed by ‘Billy is a boy’ 
doesn’t have ‘boy’ introduce a property, it must 
have it introduce something that determines a 
property 
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PS & Compositional Truth Theories 

•  If we could write a base clause for ‘boy’ in 
a correct compositional truth theory, we 
could also write one for it in a correct 
compositional meaning theory 

• So, if PS is incompatible with Meanings, 
then it’s also incompatible with natural 
languages having correct compositional 
truth theories 
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What Remains 

… is to show what’s wrong with the reasons 
motivating the theories that are now seen to 
be incompatible with Penumbral Shift 
• Will entail, inter alia, providing an account 

of utterance understanding 
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